Lloyd Alexander is well-known and well-loved for his chapter books including The Cat Who Wished to be a Man and The Book of Three. Trina Schart Hyman is also an award-winning illustrator and may be familiar to readers from her illustrations in Cricket Magazine.
The most uncommon vocabulary in The Fortune-Tellers, phrases like "Scruffy old codger," "cloth merchant's shop" and "an early demise," should be fairly decipherable from their context. For readers at this level, the most difficult aspect of The Fortune-Tellers will be in grasping the humor and the logic in the prophecies. The carpenter asks if he will be famous. "No question about it," said the fortune-teller, "once you become well-known." The carpenter asks if he will marry. "You shall marry your true love," the old man replies, "if you find her and she agrees." The predictions make the carpenter very happy, and they will probably make the reader smile too, if he or she grasps what they are really saying, and what they are really not saying.
To help children who might otherwise misunderstand these prophesies, a teacher might read one aloud and stop to laugh and talk about it so that they will know what to expect. Inevitably, readers themselves begin creating predictions for each other; the formula seems to be captivating.
The illustrations are vibrant and colorful. Though the exact setting is not explicitly referred to, the presence of a lion near the end of the book may conjure up the stereotypical image of West Africa for some readers, but then again, in children's stories, lions tend to turn up just about anywhere. As kids read, they can try to find indicators of the setting, and if they can't find much, they can then try to determine from the pictures which part of the world the story takes place in. The pictured artifacts, patterns on the fabrics, foods, and the language on the signs may allow them to place the story, especially if they compare these details to what they know of certain countries around the world.
The detail and energy in the pictures invites more careful scrutiny, which can pay off for those who wish to interpret the messages of the book. For example, the monkey is on every page where one can find the "real" fortune-teller. When the old man is the fortune-teller, the monkey is near him, and when the carpenter becomes the fortune-teller, the monkey is on the page with him. When readers come to the last page, they see only the monkey, the fortune-telling crystal ball, and the moon. Could this mean that we the readers are now the fortune-tellers, as we are the only ones near the monkey now? Could it mean that only the powers that be, in the sky with the moon, are the ones that hold the truth to our fortunes? Of course it could be just a series of coincidences and a cute picture at the end, but it is nearly always constructive work to find supportable meaning in texts, even where none is intended. Besides, in carefully constructed books like this one, nearly every detail, studied with consistency and care, can lead to interpretations of or perspectives into the text.
Some readers, in trying to interpret this story and others, ask the question "Why do things happen to the characters the way they do?" In other words, "Why did the author make good things happen to some characters and bad things happen to other characters?" In this case, when the reader asks why bad things happened to the old man fortune-teller, some readers come to the conclusion that it was because he tried to make a prediction for real. At just the moment when he diverged from his pattern of predicting only the indisputable, when he was really trying to predict the weather, that is when misfortune befell him. The carpenter, on the other hand, only foretold that which was certain, he didn't try to know what he couldn't know. He, unlike the old man, had good fortune. A reader could then draw the conclusion that the message of the story is that you will be better off if you don't try to speak about what you can't know. The theme of having bad fortune when meddling with fate is a classic in literature, from Greek myths to Oedipus to fairy tales from around the world. Picture Book; Fairy and Folk Tale Male Independent Reading; Read Aloud; Interpretation
